
INTERSECTIONALITY:  
A CURATED LIST

Intersectionality refers to a concept, theory, lens, analytical strategy, framework and approach to tackle social 

injustice.1 Intersectionality recognizes that people have multiple identities that interact with various systems of 

power and oppression, such as racism, classism and sexism, to shape their daily experiences of privilege and 

disadvantage.2-5 When applied to public health, intersectionality can: 

•	 deepen our understanding of how various social and structural determinants of health interact to influence 

health and well-being;6 and 

•	 provide an approach to disrupt systems of oppression that produce health inequities.2

The National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health is offering this curated list of resources and tools to 

support public health practitioners, decision-makers, policy-makers and organizations to understand and apply 

intersectionality within public health. 

Currently, there are limited resources on intersectionality specifically intended for use within public health 

practice and organizations. While there is some literature that describes intersectionality’s potential value to the 

field of public health, there are few resources that provide evidence and guidance on how to apply intersectionality 

within public health practice, policy and research. To begin to fill this gap, this curated list provides a foundational 

set of resources for public health in Canada. 

The curated list is organized in three categories: the historical roots of intersectionality; an overview of 

intersectionality, including key principles, tenets and varied uses; and the application of intersectionality in  

public health.
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HISTORICAL ROOTS OF INTERSECTIONALITY  

Though the term intersectionality is widely believed to have been coined in 1989, its  
historical roots extend back to at least the 19th century in Black feminist thought and  
activism. Understanding the roots of intersectionality is critical to applying intersectionality  
in public health.

Ain’t I a woman

Truth S. [1851].

In this speech,7 Sojourner 

Truth, a women’s rights 

activist born into slavery, 

provides one of the earliest 

known expressions of some 

of intersectionality’s core 

ideas, highlighting her 

experiences as being both Black and a woman living in  

the United States in the 19th century. The speech has  

been a source of debate, with some accounts suggesting 

that she never uttered the phrase most attributed to her: 

“Ain’t I a woman?” Regardless, the speech highlights the 

importance of Black women within abolitionist and women’s 

rights movements. 

A voice from the South: 

By a Black woman of the 

South

Cooper AJ. [1892].

This collection of 

essays explores various 

interconnected topics, 

including women’s rights 

and racial segregation.8 

In the collection, Cooper 

argues that Black women’s needs and unique circumstances 

in society are often rendered invisible but that racial and 

societal “progress” cannot occur without them.  

https://www.thesojournertruthproject.com/compare-the-speeches/
https://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html
https://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html
https://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ajay-Yadav-29/publication/308808282_Social_Movements_Social_Problems_and_Social_Change/links/5f5e38a992851c078963d14a/Social-Movements-Social-Problems-and-Social-Change.pdf
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OVERVIEW OF INTERSECTIONALITY: KEY PRINCIPLES,  
TENETS AND VARIED USES   

This section identifies resources to introduce readers/listeners to intersectionality’s major 
tenets and principles as well as the various ways that intersectionality can be applied. 
Familiarity with these resources will help public health practitioners, decision-makers,  
policy-makers and researchers deepen their understanding of intersectionality and  
potential strategies for implementation. 

Demarginalizing the 

intersection of race and sex: 

A Black feminist critique of 

antidiscrimination doctrine, 

feminist theory and 

antiracist politics

Crenshaw K. [1989].

In this foundational work, 

legal scholar Crenshaw9 

explores the limitations of conceiving of discrimination 

as only occurring within a single category (e.g., by race or 

sex) at a time. She introduces the term intersectionality 

and describes it as a critical lens for understanding 

experiences of multiply burdened groups of people, centring 

the experiences of Black women as on the margins of 

both mainstream feminist and anti-racism movements. 

This article provides one of the first noted uses of the term 

intersectionality. 

Intersectionality: 

An intellectual history

Hancock AM. [2016].

This book examines 

the origins and 

contemporary applications 

of intersectionality.10 It 

highlights intersectionality’s 

varied intellectual history 

in Black feminist thought 

and describes how it has been understood in different ways 

over time, including as an idea, research paradigm, theory 

and field of study. Throughout the book, Hancock provides 

concrete examples of intersectionality’s varied uses and 

reach in different spaces. Hancock highlights strategies to 

engage with intersectionality, amid its critiques, moving 

forward.  

University of Chicago Legal Forum

Volume 1989 | Issue 1 Article 8

Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex:
A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination
Doctrine, Feminist %eory and Antiracist Politics
Kimberle Crenshaw
Kimberle.Crenshaw@chicagounbound.edu

Follow this and additional works at: h5p://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf

4is Article is brought to you for free and open access by Chicago Unbound. It has been accepted for inclusion in University of Chicago Legal Forum
by an authorized administrator of Chicago Unbound. For more information, please contact unbound@law.uchicago.edu.

Recommended Citation
Crenshaw, Kimberle () "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine,
Feminist 4eory and Antiracist Politics," University of Chicago Legal Forum: Vol. 1989: Iss. 1, Article 8.
Available at: h5p://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199370368.001.0001/acprof-9780199370368
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199370368.001.0001/acprof-9780199370368
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Intersectionality. 2nd ed.

Hill Collins P, Bilge S. [2020].

The book provides an 

overview of the concept 

of intersectionality.2 It 

traces the emergence 

and expanding breadth 

of intersectionality and 

describes key tenets, 

including social relationality, 

complexity and social justice. 

It illustrates the potential applications of intersectionality 

through illustrative case studies covering topics such as 

reproductive justice and social change. 

Intersectionality’s 

definitional dilemmas

Hill Collins P. [2015].

Hill Collins11 explores various 

focal points and facets of 

intersectionality, examining 

different considerations and 

challenges with the ways 

it has been defined and 

applied, including as a field of study, a strategy for analysis 

and within social justice projects. 

The urgency of intersectionality

Crenshaw K. [2016].

Crenshaw’s TED Talk12 describes the importance of an 

intersectional lens to analyze and address issues of injustice. 

Using the example of police violence, she demonstrates 

how Black women’s experiences of police violence often go 

unrecognized and unpublicized. Crenshaw argues against a 

“trickle-down” approach to social justice that assumes that 

by virtue of attention to issues affecting African Americans 

and issues affecting women, Black women’s needs will 

be addressed. Instead, she argues that intersectionality is 

urgently needed to recognize and tackle overlapping forms  

of injustice.

Sister outsider

Lorde A. [1984].

In this collection of essays 

and speeches, Audre Lorde13 

calls for revolutionary change 

as she explores intersecting 

and inseparable forms of 

oppression including sexism, 

racism, homophobia and 

classism. The collection 

includes the renowned essay “The master’s tools will 

never dismantle the master’s house,” which highlights the 

inadequacies of a white feminism that ignores the diversity  

of experiences among women. Lorde emphasizes the need 

to build mutuality and cooperation between groups of women 

with diverse experiences of oppression in order “to seek a 

world in which [all women] can flourish.”13(p112)

SO41CH01-Collins ARI 3 August 2015 8:1

Intersectionality’s Definitional
Dilemmas
Patricia Hill Collins
Department of Sociology, University of Maryland, College Park, Maryland 20742-1315;
email: collinph@umd.edu

Annu. Rev. Sociol. 2015. 41:1–20

First published online as a Review in Advance on
March 23, 2015

The Annual Review of Sociology is online at
soc.annualreviews.org

This article’s doi:
10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112142

Copyright c⃝ 2015 by Annual Reviews.
All rights reserved

Keywords

race/class/gender studies, social inequality, racial formation theory, Black
feminism

Abstract

The term intersectionality references the critical insight that race, class, gen-
der, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age operate not as unitary, mu-
tually exclusive entities, but rather as reciprocally constructing phenomena.
Despite this general consensus, definitions of what counts as intersectionality
are far from clear. In this article, I analyze intersectionality as a knowledge
project whose raison d’être lies in its attentiveness to power relations and
social inequalities. I examine three interdependent sets of concerns: (a) inter-
sectionality as a field of study that is situated within the power relations that
it studies; (b) intersectionality as an analytical strategy that provides new an-
gles of vision on social phenomena; and (c) intersectionality as critical praxis
that informs social justice projects.

1

https://www.perlego.com/book/1536696/intersectionality-pdf
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112142
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112142
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=akOe5-UsQ2o
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Where we stand: 

Class matters

hooks b. [2000].

In this book, the author 

reflects on her journey as a 

Black woman in the United 

States, who was raised in 

a small town in Kentucky.14 

It explores how various 

forms of oppression such as 

racism, sexism and classism are intertwined in shaping daily 

life and discusses ways forward.  

What does intersectionality 

mean?

White J, Crenshaw K, 

Lindsey T, Hu Pegues J.  

[2021].

Featuring Kimberlé Crenshaw, this podcast episode15 

discusses how intersectionality can help deepen our 

understanding of social problems and crises, focusing  

on the 2021 Atlanta spa shootings as an example.  

Whitening intersectionality: 

Evanescence of race in 

intersectionality scholarship

Bilge S. [2014].

Bilge’s essay16 explores 

troubling trends within 

intersectionality scholarship 

in which intersectionality has 

become depoliticized and 

divorced from its roots in Black feminist thought. 

Pursuing intersectionality, 

unsettling dominant 

imaginaries

May VM. [2015].

This book provides an 

overview of intersectionality 

and strategies for 

implementation.17   

The Combahee River 

Collective statement

Combahee River Collective.  

[1977].

The Combahee River 

Collective (whose name 

honours the Combahee Ferry 

Raid led by Harriet Tubman 

that freed 700 people from 

slavery) began as a group 

of Black feminists who started meeting in 1974 to discuss 

issues related to intersecting forms of oppression. The 

Collective’s statement outlines the roots and tenets of Black 

feminism as well as areas for action.18

https://www.npr.org/2021/03/29/982357959/what-does-intersectionality-mean
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/29/982357959/what-does-intersectionality-mean
https://www.academia.edu/11805835/Whitening_Intersectionality_Evanescence_of_Race_in_Intersectionality_Scholarship
https://www.academia.edu/11805835/Whitening_Intersectionality_Evanescence_of_Race_in_Intersectionality_Scholarship
https://www.academia.edu/11805835/Whitening_Intersectionality_Evanescence_of_Race_in_Intersectionality_Scholarship
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/combahee-river-collective-statement-1977
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/combahee-river-collective-statement-1977
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APPLYING INTERSECTIONALITY IN PUBLIC HEALTH   

This section highlights resources specifically intended for use within public health  
and relevant to public health policy, teaching and practice.  

Intersectionality 101

Hankivsky O. [2014].

Hankivsky’s primer aims to 

provide a clear-language 

guide to intersectionality.19 

The primer outlines key 

tenets of intersectionality, 

its core principles and 

how it differs from other 

approaches to analyzing differences within and between 

groups of people. The guide provides examples of application 

in policy and research areas relevant to public health, 

including men’s health, healthy weights and climate change. 

An intersectionality-based 

policy analysis framework: 

Critical reflections on a 

methodology for advancing 

equity

Hankivsky O, Grace D, 

Hunting G, Giesbrecht M, 

Fridkin A, Rudrum S, et al.  

[2014].

Hankivsky and colleagues20 introduce the Intersectionality-

Based Policy Analysis (IBPA) Framework intended to guide 

analysis and development of public health-related policies using 

an intersectional lens. Their framework proposes 12 overarching 

questions to shape analysis grouped into two categories: 

(1) descriptive questions intended to generate background 

information about the policy issues and their larger contexts, 

and (2) transformative questions intended to assist analysts in 

identifying alternative policy responses and solutions. Hankivsky 

et al. provide case studies to demonstrate the application of 

the IBPA framework, including maternal health care, and HIV 

testing and criminalization of HIV non-disclosure.    

Evolving intersectionality 

within public health: From 

analysis to action

Bowleg L. [2021].

This paper highlights the 

value of intersectionality for 

public health.1 It discusses 

the conceptual and 

methodological challenges 

of intersectionality and possibilities for its implementation 

in order to address a confluence of public health crises, 

including COVID-19.  

More than a buzzword: 

How intersectionality can 

advance social inequalities 

in health research

Lapalme J, Haines-Saah R, 

Frohlich KL. [2020].

Lapalme et al.21 discuss the 

use of intersectionality in 

health research to address 

health inequities when oriented towards understanding 

interlocking systems of oppression. The authors highlight 

the value of analyzing policies with an intersectional lens, 

using tobacco control policies as an illustrative example.

INTERSECTIONALITY 101
Olena Hankivsky, PhD

Evolving Intersectionality
Within Public Health:
From Analysis to Action
Lisa Bowleg, PhD, MA

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Lisa Bowleg is an AJPH associate editor and is with the Department of Psychological and Brain
Sciences, Intersectionality Training Institute, The George Washington University, Washington, DC.

  See also the Intersectionality section, pp. 88–109.

Intersectionality, an indispensable

critical theoretical framework for

public health,1,2 is ideally suited to ad-

dress the current “deadly confluence

of health, economic, and racial crises”

(Poteat, p. 91). Aligned with my invoca-

tion of intersectionality to lambaste the

“We’re all in this together” tropes of the

COVID-19 era,3 this special section af-

firms an essential need for “an inter-

sectional public health lens that . . .

embrace[s] rather than obscure[s] the

heterogeneity of people’s lived experi-

ence” (Elnaiem, p. 93; quote p. 94) with

new public health crises such as COVID-

19, and ongoing ones such as police

brutality and HIV/AIDS (Aguayo-Romero,

p. 101; Elnaiem; Poteat). The section also

ventures into uncharted terrains such as

epigenetics (Zota and VanNoy, p. 104)

and artificial intelligence (Bauer and

Lizotte, p. 98), and highlights the con-

ceptual and methodological challenges

of intersectionality research from the

perspective of a group of National Insti-

tutes of Health (NIH) extramural research

administrators (Alvidrez et al., p. 95).

Informed by Collins’s conceptualiza-

tion of intersectionality as a “broad-

based knowledge project”—a field of

study, an analytical strategy, and critical

praxis4(p3)—I characterize intersection-

ality’s inroads into public health and its

potential for addressing public health

crises as a series of overlapping waves.

Wave 1 was and is definitional, focused

on intersectionality’s history, core

tenets, and relevance to public health.

Wave 2 reflects the mainstreaming and

flattening of intersectionality as it travels

through traditional research organiza-

tions such as the National Academy of

Sciences (NAS) and NIH. Wave 3 is an-

alytical, reflecting the theoretical appli-

cation of intersectionality to current

public health crises. In this editorial, I

highlight how this special section spans

these waves and preview a fourth wave

essential to addressing and resolving

the current spate of multiple and

interlocking public health crises.

WAVE 1: ON DEFINITIONS
AND HISTORY

If the initial phase of intersectionality’s

first wave was definitional, then the

current phase is definitively about what

intersectionality is not and the need to

remoor intersectionality back to its his-

toric Black feminist vision to effectively

address current crises. To this end,

Aguayo-Romero, Elnaiem, and Poteat all

stress that intersectionality is not simply

about “multiple identities” and urge

greater fidelity to intersectionality’s his-

toric focus on power and interlocking

structural inequality. This emphasis un-

derscores that, despite its growing

popularity, intersectionality is still na-

scent within public health and also flat-

tening as it travels. Intersectionality

scholars typically use the term “flatten-

ing” to describe how intersectionality as

it becomes mainstream is being depo-

liticized and stripped of its attention to

power, social justice, and praxis.5,6

Consider, for example, the NAS (for-

merly the Institute of Medicine), one of

the first national research organizations

to embrace intersectionality as a cross-

cutting perspective for lesbian, gay, bi-

sexual, and transgender (LGBT) health

research in 2011.7 The NAS report’s

glossary defined intersectionality as “a

theory used to analyze how social and

cultural categories intertwine”7(p318) and

attributed the definition to a White

Swedish professor’s conference pre-

sentation. The issue is not simply pe-

dantic. Work that seeks to flatten

intersectionality or ignore its Black

feminist activist history not only erases

Black women’s foundational epistemic

contributions to intersectionality5,8 but

also fundamentally undermines the

framework’s transformative potential to

address the structural inequities that

undergird the contemporary public

health crises.

WAVE 2: MAINSTREAM
RESEARCH TRAVELS

In “Intersectionality as Buzzword,” an

insightful article about intersectionality’s

success and longevity as a feminist

theory, Davis9 draws on the sociol-

ogy of science to discuss the four
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An intersectionality-based policy analysis
framework: critical reflections on a methodology
for advancing equity
Olena Hankivsky1*, Daniel Grace2,3, Gemma Hunting4, Melissa Giesbrecht5, Alycia Fridkin6, Sarah Rudrum7,
Olivier Ferlatte8 and Natalie Clark9,10

Abstract

Introduction: In the field of health, numerous frameworks have emerged that advance understandings of the
differential impacts of health policies to produce inclusive and socially just health outcomes. In this paper, we
present the development of an important contribution to these efforts – an Intersectionality-Based Policy Analysis
(IBPA) Framework.

Methods: Developed over the course of two years in consultation with key stakeholders and drawing on best and
promising practices of other equity-informed approaches, this participatory and iterative IBPA Framework provides
guidance and direction for researchers, civil society, public health professionals and policy actors seeking to address
the challenges of health inequities across diverse populations. Importantly, we present the application of the IBPA
Framework in seven priority health-related policy case studies.

Results: The analysis of each case study is focused on explaining how IBPA: 1) provides an innovative structure for
critical policy analysis; 2) captures the different dimensions of policy contexts including history, politics, everyday
lived experiences, diverse knowledges and intersecting social locations; and 3) generates transformative insights,
knowledge, policy solutions and actions that cannot be gleaned from other equity-focused policy frameworks.

Conclusion: The aim of this paper is to inspire a range of policy actors to recognize the potential of IBPA to foreground
the complex contexts of health and social problems, and ultimately to transform how policy analysis is undertaken.

Keywords: Intersectionality, Equity, Policy analysis, Reflexivity, Health

Introduction
In the field of health, numerous frameworks (e.g., sex and
gender based analysis, health equity impact assessments)
have emerged over the last fifteen years, all attempting to
advance better understandings of the differential impacts
of health policies and to produce inclusive and socially just
health outcomes [1-6]. Despite progress made to date,
there is still much work to be done to better under-
stand how policy affects diverse populations, including
precisely identifying who is benefiting and who is ex-
cluded from health policy goals, priorities and related
resource allocation. As part of the ongoing efforts to

move forward work in this field, there is a growing
interest in the theory of intersectionality and its poten-
tial to improve current equity-driven health policy ana-
lyses [7-10]. To date, however, this potential has not
been realized, largely due to the fact that few methods
have been developed to operationalize intersectionality
in the context of health policy.
In this paper, we describe an innovation for policy ana-

lysis that fills this gap: the Intersectionality-Based Policy
Analysis (IBPA) Framework. Developed and refined
through an iterative, participatory process inclusive of
multiple sectors, IBPA is intended to capture and respond
to the multi-level interacting social locations, forces, fac-
tors and power structures that shape and influence human
life and health. Its aim as a policy tool is to better illumin-
ate how policy constructs individuals’ and groups’ relative

* Correspondence: oah@sfu.ca
1School of Public Policy, Simon Fraser University, Vancouver, British Columbia
(BC), Canada
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

© 2014 Hankivsky et al.; licensee BioMed Central Ltd. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly credited. The Creative Commons Public Domain
Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article,
unless otherwise stated.

Hankivsky et al. International Journal for Equity in Health 2014, 13:119
http://www.equityhealthj.com/content/13/1/119

COMMENTARY

More than a buzzword: how intersectionality can advance social
inequalities in health research
Josée Lapalmea,b, Rebecca Haines-Saah c and Katherine L. Frohlicha,b

aDépartement de médecine sociale et préventive, École de santé publique de l’Université de Montréal, Université
de Montréal, Montréal, Québec, Canada; bInstitut de recherche en santé publique de l’Université de Montréal,
Université de Montréal, Montréal, Québec, Canada; cDepartment of Community Health Sciences, University of
Calgary, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

ABSTRACT
Intersectionality is increasingly adopted in research to understand the com-
plex ways that social inequalities shape health. Intersectional research thus
explores how multiple forms of oppression intersect and shape how margin-
alised social groups experience health issues. Yet intersectionality research
has often neglected to focus on the upstream structural factors that (re)
produce social inequalities in health. In this paper, we argue that intersection-
ality can further advance social inequality in health researchwhen it is used to
understand more than just the multiplicity of socially marginalised groups’
experiences and identities, but also how interlocking social structures and
power relations perpetuate social inequalities in health. We suggest that
analysing policy with an intersectional lens is a key entry point to empirically
explicate the underlying mechanisms that permit social inequalities in health
to persist. To illustrate our argument, we use the example of how an inter-
sectional perspective can be adopted to better understand the role of
tobacco control policies in contributing to social inequalities in smoking.

ARTICLE HISTORY
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Accepted 10 February 2019

KEYWORDS
Intersectionality; social
theory; social inequalities in
health; public policy

Introduction

There remain important limitations to our understanding of social inequalities in health, namelywhy and
how these inequalities persist (Dunn, 2012). Although various social theories have revealed important
insights, intersectionality theory has the potential to fill these explanatory gaps. Intersectionality sheds
light onhowpower relationships (re)-produce social inequalities (Anthias, 2012; Bilge, 2010; Bowleg, 2012;
Brah & Phoenix, 2004; Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1989; Gkiouleka, Huijts, Beckfield, & Bambra, 2018;
Hankivsky, 2014; Kapilashrami, Hill, & Meer, 2015). In particular, intersectionality conceptualises these
power relationships to be comprised of: (1) intersecting systems of power (e.g. heteropatriarchy, white
supremacy, and/or capitalism) that shape social structures, such as health and social policies, and (2)
intersecting social groups that experience privilege and/or oppression as a result of these social structures
(Bilge, 2010; Bowleg, 2012; Brah & Phoenix, 2004; Collins, 1990; Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1989;
Gkiouleka et al., 2018; Hankivsky, 2014; Kapilashrami et al., 2015; López & Gadsden, 2016). Intersectional
research has explored, for instance, how young, racialised women experienced smoking-related stigma
based on their intersecting identities of gender, race, and social class (Triandafilidis, Ussher, Perz, &
Huppatz, 2017). An intersectional approach can also provide a lens through which to focus further
upstream by examining how the intersections of systems of power such as heteropatriarchy, white
supremacy, and class privilege have shaped tobacco control policies to, consequently, affect the context
of young women’s experiences of smoking-related stigma.

CONTACT Josée Lapalme j.lapalme@umontreal.ca

CRITICAL PUBLIC HEALTH
2020, VOL. 30, NO. 4, 494–500
https://doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2019.1584271

© 2019 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

https://bccampus.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Hankivsky-Intersectionality101-2014.pdf
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https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/track/pdf/10.1186/s12939-014-0119-x.pdf
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/track/pdf/10.1186/s12939-014-0119-x.pdf
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09581596.2019.1584271?journalCode=ccph20#:~:text=In%20this%20paper%2C%20we%20argue,and%20power%20relations%20perpetuate%20social
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09581596.2019.1584271?journalCode=ccph20#:~:text=In%20this%20paper%2C%20we%20argue,and%20power%20relations%20perpetuate%20social
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09581596.2019.1584271?journalCode=ccph20#:~:text=In%20this%20paper%2C%20we%20argue,and%20power%20relations%20perpetuate%20social
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09581596.2019.1584271?journalCode=ccph20#:~:text=In%20this%20paper%2C%20we%20argue,and%20power%20relations%20perpetuate%20social
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Public Health Speaks: 

Intersectionality and 

health equity

National Collaborating 

Centre for Determinants  

of Health (NCCDH). [2016].

In partnership with the 

National Collaborating 

Centre for Healthy Public 

Policy, the NCCDH4 brought a small group of public health 

practitioners and researchers together to share perspectives 

on the relevance and application of intersectionality in  

public health.

Health inequalities 

and intersectionality

Morrison V. [2015].

This resource from the 

National Collaborating 

Centre for Healthy 

Public Policy22 describes 

intersectionality, its origins 

and its relevance to health 

equity-focused public policy. The paper highlights three 

approaches used in the Canadian context: (1) intersectional 

feminist frameworks promoted by the Canadian  

Research Institute for the Advancement of Women,  

(2) the Intersectionality-Based Policy Analysis Framework 

and (3) intersectionality-based approaches related to the 

social determinants of health. 

The intersectionality 

toolbox: A resource for 

teaching and applying 

an intersectional lens 

in public health

Sabik NJ. [2021].

This resource provides 

a framework intended 

to support teaching of 

intersectionality in public health courses and applying an 

intersectional perspective to public health issues.23 

Intersectionality & health equity: Exploring 

opportunities for public health practice and policy

Ndumbe-Eyoh S, Morrison V, Abdi S, Clark N, Cameron R. 

[2016].

This webinar from the National Collaborating Centre for 

Determinants of Health introduced participants to the 

concept of intersectionality and discussed opportunities  

to incorporate intersectionality into the theory, design, 

analysis and interpretation of public health actions to 

advance health equity.24

INTERSECTIONALITY AND HEALTH EQUITY

Intersectionality is an approach to understanding and influencing the multiple forces that shape social 

inequalities and discrimination. As such, it can serve as a useful framework for public health action to improve 

the social determinants of health and health equity. In spite of this uptake in public health research, practice 

and policy appears to be low.

The National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health and National Collaborating Centre Healthy 

Public Policy hosted a conversation to explore the relevance and application of intersectionality in public health 

practice and action to improve health equity. The group interview has been edited for length and clarity.

“Intersectionality is a theoretical framework that posits that multiple social 

categories (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic 

status) intersect at the micro level of individual experience to reflect 

multiple interlocking systems of privilege and oppression at the macro, 

social-structural level (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism). Public health’s 

commitment to social justice makes it a natural fit with intersectionality’s 

focus on multiple historically oppressed populations.”  

(BOWLEG, 2012)
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Intersectionality is a way to think about and act
upon social inequality and discrimination. It offers
a promising approach to these issues within
public policy and within public health. This
briefing note briefly explains intersectionality and
explores the potential of an intersectional
approach to reducing health inequalities.1  

Work in the field of public health has recognized
for some time that the social location2 of groups
and individuals has a significant impact on health.
When health outcomes are compared by income,
gender, race or education, to name just a few, a 
picture emerges that clearly shows that these
factors play key roles in determining health and
well-being. People living in poverty, for example,
have higher rates of many diseases and die
younger than those in higher-income groups.
Racialized groups in Canada also have poorer
health outcomes than white Canadians and
women often have disadvantaged health
outcomes when compared to men. Lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) individuals
often face significant barriers in access to health
care and LGBT youth in particular have
significantly higher rates of homelessness and
                                                                 
1 The Government of Canada defines health inequalities as 

“differences in health status experienced by various 
individuals or groups in society. These can be the result of 
genetic and biological factors, choices made or by chance, 
but often they are because of unequal access to key 
factors that influence health like income, education, 
employment and social supports” (Government of Canada, 
2008, p. 5). While the term health inequities is often used 
in the literature on intersectionality, we use health 
inequalities here as in other NCCHPP documents. (Note: 
all of our documents are produced in both French and 
English and there has not yet been a widely agreed-upon 
translation of health inequities into French [the WHO 
Commission reports on the social determinants of health, 
for example, use health inequities in English and inégalités 
de santé in French]). For clarity and consistency, we use 
health inequalities in English and inégalités de santé in 
French. 

2 The expression social location (or social position) is used 
to capture the idea that while each of us occupies a 
specific and individual place in the world, it is produced by 
our relationship to the social settings in which live. That is, 
our social locations are relational, shifting and shaped by 
our positions in the social structures we inhabit. While 
largely determined by structures of inequality inherent in a 
social system, social location is also often lived as a deeply 
felt identity by individuals as they negotiate their position in 
a social setting.  

suicide (Mulé et al., 2009). For those working in
the field of public health, none of the above
statements will come as a surprise. Along with
factors such as housing, income and education,
among others, these are commonly referred to as
the social determinants of health (SDOH).3

While most discussions of the social determinants
of health include what are sometimes referred to
as the structural determinants (macro-level social,
fiscal and economic policies and general cultural
and social values) (Commission on Social
Determinants of Health, 2007), the mandates of
public health organizations have sometimes
made it difficult to see how they can integrate
action on these into their practices. Into this
quandary, the ideas and approaches which have
emerged from intersectionality studies can
contribute on two significant fronts: understanding
the interaction between two or more
disadvantaged social locations, and
understanding how these are related to social
structures that contribute to their formation and
maintenance.  

Intersectionality – What is it?

Intersectionality as an approach and as a practice
has emerged as one of the promising ways to
address structural forms of inequality in recent
years. Originally conceived to address the
complex and multifaceted forms of discrimination
faced by women of colour, its ability to help
understand and intervene in the policy domain is
even broader in scope and its “fit” with public
health is particularly appropriate. Bowleg defines
intersectionality as: “a theoretical framework for
understanding how multiple social identities such
as race, gender, sexual orientation, SES, and
disability intersect at the micro level of individual
experience to reflect interlocking systems of
privilege and oppression” (Bowleg, 2012,
p. 1267).  

                                                                 
3 The Canadian Public Health Association defines the social 

determinants of health as: “the social and economic factors 
that influence people’s health” (Canadian Public Health 
Association.  (N.d.). 
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The Intersectionality Toolbox: A
Resource for Teaching and Applying
an Intersectional Lens in Public
Health
Natalie J. Sabik*
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Intersectionality is a theoretical framework that was developed to address the ways in

which people’s experiences are shaped based on their intersecting social identities (e.

g., race/ethnicity, gender, class, age, etc.). This approach focuses on the importance

of considering power, privilege, and social structures in relation to people’s access to

resources, experiences of discrimination, and interpersonal interactions. An intersectional

approach in public health is critical for research and teaching to illuminate health

disparities and the underlying structures that create and maintain disparities. While

scholars have focused primarily on how to integrate an intersectional perspective into

research methods, there is a need for a clear framework for applying intersectionality

effectively in public health teaching. The Intersectionality Toolbox (ITB) is a framework

developed from a variety of interdisciplinary resources designed to apply an intersectional

perspective to public health issues. This article describes the Intersectionality Toolbox

and details how it can be utilized in public health classes. Following a course where the

ITB was implemented, student feedback was sought to determine the appropriateness

and effectiveness of the design, and metrics were aligned with the learning outcomes.

The ITB was refined and retained to integrate into courses and assignments focused on

teaching about the intersecting nature of the social determinants of health.

Keywords: intersectionality, critical analysis, teaching, public health, health disparities

INTRODUCTION

The field of public health has a longstanding commitment to understanding and elucidating the
social determinants of health (1). These factors represent individual and structural identities,
characteristics, and patterns that shape health and well-being (2). However, the social determinants
are not experienced in isolation; it is an individual’s unique and intersecting position within social
categories and structures, as well as their individual identities, that create the conditions in which
they live. This position can be understood through the lens of intersectionality, a theoretical
approach that helps to integrate individual and structural components of the determinants
of health.

Intersectionality is a term that was created by critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw in
1989 to illustrate how social identities were defined as isolated and mutually exclusive in legal
scholarship. Crenshaw showed that when social categories and the associated identities (e.g.,
race/ethnicity, gender) were treated as mutually exclusive, the experiences of individuals who
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